ABSTRACT: The aim of the paper is to perform an analysis of the current state of Romanian higher education taking into account the changes, challenges and opportunities for a sustainable higher education system, and performing an integrative and anticipative approach to education. The relevance of the topic is supported by the endeavour of integrating Romanian education in the European higher education and the European research area. The paper shall clarify certain concepts: sustainability in higher education; formal vs. informal vs. non-formal education; degree vs competencies. and reach certain conclusions regarding graduates adaptability to labour market and society requirements.
PREPARING FOR THE FUTURE
Preparing for the future is more than a mere slogan and it represents both a warning and an incentive for the urgency of adaptiveness and responsiveness to change substantiated by an accurate forecasting of upcoming trends in society with subsequent impact on the educational system in general. "We are in the midst of a crisis of massive proportions and grave global significance. I do not mean the global economic crisis that began in 2008; I mean a crisis that goes largely unnoticed, but it is likely to be, in the long run, far more damaging to the future of democratic self-government: a worldwide crisis in education." [1] Policy-makers, decision factors and key stakeholders involved in the process of educational law-making are aware that "the pressure for economic growth has led many European political leaders to recast the whole of the university education -both teaching and research -along growth-oriented lines, asking about the contribution of each discipline and each researcher to the economy." [1] In his seminal essay "What are universities for?" Keith Thomas competently discusses a highly relevant and topical issue, now more than ever, i.e.the relation of universities and higher education to the needs of society, in view of attaining economic success and technological advance. The most visible aspect here is the urgency that higher education institutions should contribute to the "knowledge economy". "All publicly funded research at universities should have an identifiable ‚impact' on our economy and society." [2] Furthermore, is is imperative nowadays that universities help "individuals to develop their capabilities to their highest potential", focus on increasing knowledge and understanding, both at individual and community level; as well as contribute to shaping "a democratic, civilized, inclusive society." [2] In this context, the relationship between universities and governmental policies has changed radically. Another significant issue for the interdependence between university and society in view of an enhanced correlation of knowledge creation and knowledge capitalization is a focus on competencies rather than degree (e.g. entrepreneurship, cultural awareness and interaction, learning to learn, information literacy , soft skills, etc.) as well as an emphasis on continuing professional and personal development.
The pattern of the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake is no longer viable, instead the utilitarian expectations form society at large seem to prevail. It is here that the above-mentioned essay refers to the "threat posed to the humanities by funding cuts" and "education for profit". Hence "academic subjects which do not attract numerous students and large research grants are vulnerable ... In practice, this means the humanities." [2] , [3] In an age subject to ongoing, unprecedented and hard-topredict changes, societies at large and higher education institutions in particular must assume the challenging task of designing new strategies that are not only able to counteract challenges but also to identify and capitalize opportunities for gaining competitive edge and make a difference of both on the institutional and labour market.
Commissioner Androulla Vassiliou acknowledged in her speech occasioned by the EUA Annual Conference (Palermo -23 Oct.2010) that:
"Europe is no longer in smooth waters: the storms of the crisis have battered our economies; we risk being swamped by the rising social costs of dashed hopes, job losses, and clampdowns on public spendings. In such circumstances, investing in our young people, investing in their education is the crucial act that will put our societies back on course […] I am certain that we can affect our fate for the better by making better use of our resources in education, in particular of our longstanding tradition in higher education, which has seen a great diversity of institutions flourish on our continent […] . Universities have carried the flame of learning from their earliest days into modern times by evolving with -and often anticipating -the changes in the world around." [5] Therefore, the focus here is on universities not only as repositories and disseminators of past knowledge (tradition) but also on the still untapped resources of universities to set the trend for the future development of society by means of the critical mass of academics. Nowadays, human resource has become the most valuable asset for generating sustainable development as well as in view of encouraging creativity, innovation and critical thinking rather than analytical thinking and historical perspective.
Mention should be made that the concept of reform is part of a complex and dynamic process, triggered by societal changes and that need to be addressed by means of changing perspective and adapting the methods to the novel requirements.
The reforms that have recently shaped the Romanian higher education system have paid close attention to the European context, particularly the Lisbon Agenda, the Bologna Process and, more recently, the Europe 2020 Strategy. According to the National Education Law, which came into force in 2011, the vision of the current law is to "promote an education focused on values, creativity […] fundamental knowledge as well as applied knowledge, competencies and skills in view of further use in society and profession." {art. 2(1)}.
Furthermore, its mission is to "train, by means of education, the mental infrastructure of Romanian society, in keeping with the new requirements entailed by Romania`s recent EU membership accompanied by globalization, as well as the sustainable creation of highly competitive national human resource, able to perform efficiently in the current and future society." {art. 2(2)} [7] Let us conclude this part by emphasizing the need for a stable and coherent legal framework, ensuring institutional autonomy and decentralization, as well as consultation with the academic community and society stakeholders before adopting and enforcing new education laws.
UNDERSTANDING THE FUTURE AND IDENTIFYING NEW STRATEGIES FOR HEIS
According to Eduard de Bono, we need to perform a thorough analysis of the past and be able to design the future: "Universities found it useful to look backwards and … scholarship attained a high value; unfortunately, they have never recovered from that. Design is a matter of putting together what we know in order to achieve what we want; … design is the opposite of analysis and judgment; design may be seen as having an 'added value'". [7] Furthermore, Marshall McLuhan concluded that "we drive into the future with our eyes on the rear-view mirror." [8] Therefore, analysis may be considered a rather static process, whereas design is primarily dynamic; thinking ahead, foresight and the ability to anticipate changes and accurately identify measures to counteract challenges will significantly contribute to gaining competitive edge by higher education institution.
Lateral thinking or Blue Ocean strategies represent an alternative to linear, traditional thinking and instead facilitate innovation and creative or critical thinking, thus making a difference for educational organizations on an increasingly competitive market undergoing the constraints of demographic changes and economic crisis.
Higher education institutions need to create new strategies aimed to respond quickly and accurately to complex situations, based not on "what had been" but rather on "what might be"; universities should be more concerned with value creation than information dissemination. "Education has always been concerned with knowledge. Knowledge is easy to teach and test. Is knowledge enough?
When a student leaves school (s)he has to start operating in the future: decisions, choices, alternatives, plans, initiatives … Operacy involves: an examination of the consequences of action, a consideration of relevant factors, assessment of priorities, attention to other people`s interests, a definition of objectives … education becomes a world unto itself … without too much regard for the outer world." [9] In this context, let us briefly refer to some considerations included in the Presidential Strategy: Education and Research for a Knowledge Society such as: university differentiation and resource concentration advocating differentiation based on quality criteria at all levels: institutional, study programs and departments. In this respect, the aforementioned Presidential strategy set forth several actions meant to deploy the measure of university differentiation:
•
The idea of diversity in terms of university mission, as we have already entered the second decade of the 21st century, is fully advocated, encouraged and promoted by Commissioner Androula Vassiliou, in her speech delivered on the occasion of the EUA Annual Conference (Palermo -October 23, 2010):
"In my vision, higher education is at the core of the economic and social matrix that defines our world. Universities are uniquely poised to shape our emerging knowledge-based societies, and are taking on new roles in order to do so.
I understand, too, that there is great diversity among these institutions, both in their orientation and scope: not all higher education institutions have had the same beginnings, or share the same history. But in our complex world, diversity is a strength. In my view, we should invest in this diversity, addressing issues related to quality assurance, funding, accessibility and governance. And in parallel, to take forward the growing consensus on two other issues that affect every university: democratising higher education and making better use of resources." [11]
Some of the major goals of a performing university mission should concern:
• the balance that the institution is aiming to achieve in terms of local, national, regional and international positioning, i.e. identity vs. uniformity; • the balance between teaching and research as well as a continuous improvement of educational processes • the ability of the higher education institution to relate effectively with society, external stakeholders and labor market • the relevance of study programs for current and future society needs and the correlation between curricula and competencies (key and transversal)
HIGHER EDUCATION OBJECTIVES: ACHIEVING EXCELLENCE BY SUSTAINABILITY
Official documents testify to the acute and urgent need for an informed awareness about formal, non-formal and informal education with a high potential to improve the quality of education and recognition of competencies. The participants, mainly students, elaborated a series of conclusions and solutions in view of attaining sustainability and achieving excellence in the Romanian education system, such as:
• better usage of the human and material resources, e.g. improving the skills and the usage of ITC instuments and new technologies • correlation between the curricula and the needs and demands of the labour market • creating and implementing a mandatory frame of extracurricular activities, in order to develop and promote informal and non-formal education and to improve native skills of the students • improving the library infrastructure as well as the research and development frame, together with the enhancing the practical skills • creating and implementing a cooperation system between the universities, NGOs and companies, which is able to provide internships and part-time jobs in order for the students to gain competences for the labour market • encouraging excellence and true value, together with developing volunteering activities in order to improve skills, to better understand the society and its needs.
One of the most important pillars of the sustainable higher education, such as it was concluded from the debates and also such as it is presented in the European and United Nation's documents is using the new technologies and IT&C instruments in the education process at all levels.
According to the results of an international survey conducted by the United Nation's group C7 "e-Governance for Sustainable Development" and IMSD the usage of IT&C tools, e-learing services and digital literacy are essential for improving life standards and sustainable development in any field or society. The strong relation between the e-services, namely e-learning, and the sustainable development is obvious. All categories of respondents: persons, NGOs, public authorities or SMEs have pointed out on a scale of 0 to 5 that the e-learning services and platforms are very important, the average being over 3,7 out of 5 points. The companies and SMEs which are most connected and most educated in using new technology have assigned the highest score 4,5 out of 5 points. Trading and lifelong learning are highly important for all categories and e-learning has proven to be a highly appreciated solution for all categories in the survey. The respondents' perception regarding the electronic services projects developed within the education field is in majority that these types of services work well. Almost 50% declared that the e-services in education field are quite satisfactory, which indicate an improvement of e-skills and the better development of IT&C infrastructure in the education field. 10% out of the respondents pointed out that one of the biggest issues are the abandoned project, which are costly and do not have real turnover of any kind.
The respondents which link directly education with sustainable development pointed out that the public authorities, which are a major stakeholder in these fields, do not take enough measures in order to implement real solutions for the sustainable development overall. 72% of the participants consider that only partial measures have been adopted.
In order to have real results all stakeholders should work together day-by-day for improving excellence and sustainable education, which are key elements in the development of each person and every society. 
CONCLUDING REMARKS:
• providing a coherent and predictable framework is essential both for children and youth development, as well as for the quality insurance of future generations, since any delay in the implementation of real measures of reform might endanger the our country`s mid to long-term evolution.
• Correlating the educational system with the labour market • Encouraging students to devote more study time to their congenial subjects or disciplines • Emphasizing the practical dimension of learning and acquiring competencies • The educational process should function as a coherent, logically-connected system where the transition from one stage to another is harmonious and defined by connectivity rather by disruptive approaches and methods (e.g. students might have the opportunity to get familiar with some disciplines they will further study thoroughly at university) • Modernization of material base and technical endowment, e.g. broadband implementation in schools • Official recognition of non-formal and informal education • Strengthening the role of libraries, both urban and especially rural ones, as centres of knowledge, development and orientation for students • Encouraging excellence in educational performance • Promoting lifelong learning and permanent education • Improving communication substantiated by a diminished resistance to change within the system • High responsibility of each key stakeholder
The change from elite to mass higher education has entailed a significant challenge: i.e. university management should shift the emphasis from a quantitative (in terms of student numbersshort-term institutional benefit) towards a qualitative approach (focus on updated study programs and curriculum design in keeping with society demands in view of sustainable development). Universities worldwide have readjsuted their patterns, mission and academic culture in order to cope with the demands of changing societies. Nowadays, higher education institutions have to compete for resources (experienced and well qualified staff; research funding) as well as addressability (students; employability market). [3] To sum up the present study, let us highlight some of the major objectives and principles of a sustainable higher education institution:
• meeting the criteria and standards of excellence in the educational and research processes it undertakes and develops, • generating qualitative change and preparing the students for the future by empowering them with the required competencies for a knowledge-based society, • effective operation of the university as an organization and value-added academic processes. [4] 
